
California’s Cannabis Conundrum: Navigating a
Rocky Road Ahead

California’s Cannabis Industry Faces Ongoing Crisis Amidst Economic Downturn and Regulatory
Challenges

Vince Ning, CEO and co-founder of Nabis, California’s largest cannabis distribution company, describes the
state’s cannabis market as a slow-motion disaster. “People thought the big crash was going to happen in
2022,” Ning told SFGATE. “But things continued to get worse in 2023, and we are still in 2024, and things
aren’t looking that much better.”

Economic and Regulatory Woes

The data supports Ning’s view: cannabis sales have declined for two years, and the number of legal growers
and brands has decreased by over 70% since legalization. A recent report found that cannabis companies owe
the state over $730 million in back taxes. The once-thriving Humboldt County sees few new farms, and
employment in the legal industry is falling.

The Green Rush Reality

In 2016, California’s legalization of recreational cannabis sparked a Green Rush, with entrepreneurs
investing billions. However, high taxes, stringent regulations, and local government restrictions stifled the
industry. Nicole Skibola, co-founder of Cosmic View, reflects, “Looking back, I’m like, man, we were
naive.”

Declining Sales and Rising Debt

Despite being the largest legal market by sales, California ranks 14th in annual retail sales per resident. This
has led to a cascade of failures: farms and distributors have gone out of business, and now retailers are
struggling. In April, MedMen, once valued at over a billion dollars, declared bankruptcy.

The Thriving Illicit Market

While the legal market struggles, California’s illicit cannabis market thrives. High taxes and regulatory
burdens drive customers to illegal shops, undermining licensed businesses and depriving the state of tax
revenue.

The Future of California’s Cannabis Market

Some, like Wesley Hein of Mammoth Distribution, see the current crisis as a necessary winnowing,
comparing it to the dot-com crash. Companies that survive may emerge stronger. Nabis, for example, has
thrived amid the turmoil, expanding and filling the void left by failed competitors. Ning remains optimistic,



stating, “Cannabis isn’t going anywhere.”
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